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For months, political attention in Argentina has focused almost exclusively on efforts by President
Carlos Saul Menem and his backers to circumvent a constitutional prohibition against a third term.
Threatened with a referendum in Buenos Aires which he was almost certain to lose and a split in the
party, Menem made the surprise announcement on July 21 that he would not run again. While the
decision intensifies the competition among those hoping to win the Partido Justicialista-peronista
(PJ) nomination, it could also return much needed attention to social and economic problems.
"After a prolonged analysis, I have resolved to exclude myself from any course of action to compete
in 1999," Menem said. "I don't want anything or anyone to interfere with the objective of making
Argentina a country worth living in." At the same time, Menem said that, when he leaves office, he
will give up any immunity so that "they can investigate me for anything, absolutely anything."
Rather than "excluding" himself, Menem is more accurately accepting the 1994 Constitution, which
removed the longstanding "no re-election" provision and allowed two consecutive terms. Since the
document was written after Menem's first election, a clause was added specifically barring him from
seeking a third term (see NotiSur, 08/12/94 and 09/02/94).
Following the 1994 Constituent Assembly, Menem first elected in 1989 went on to win the 1995
election by a wide margin. But his popularity has plummeted during his second term. Opinion polls
show strong opposition to another reform of the Constitution, and fewer than 20% of respondents in
recent polls said they supported Menem's re-election bid. To run again, Menem would have needed
a new constitutional amendment or a ruling by the Supreme Court reinterpreting the Constitution
to circumvent the prohibition.

Re-election threatens party unity
The "ultra-Menemists" in the PJ have been pushing another Menem term for some time, and the
president has been unclear about his intentions (see NotiSur, 04/04/97 and 01/30/98). For the first
time, on July 15, Menem said publicly and unequivocally that he would ask the PJ to "do whatever
is needed" to allow him to run again. The threatened constitutional battle infuriated the opposition,
and Catholic Church leaders warned Menem about "unbridled ambition." One Menem tactic was to
claim that the constitutional ban discriminates against him.
On July 16, however, the Camara Nacional Electoral (CNE) ruled that no such discrimination
exists. The CNE also said only another constitutional amendment could change the prohibition. An
amendment would require approval of two-thirds of the members of Congress, a level of support
the PJ does not have. Menem then called a party congress for July 17, hoping for strong support for
a resolution calling for "political, legislative, and judicial actions" to make the third presidential run
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possible. But, in a dramatic revolt, almost half the PJ congress members stayed home, including Vice
President Carlos Ruckauf, Buenos Aires province Gov. Eduardo Duhalde, and other PJ leaders. Only
about 400 of a possible 788 delegates attended, and fewer were present when the resolution was
"unanimously passed," showing the deep divisions within the party regarding re-election, which
opponents call "the re-re."
The deepest animosity is between Menem and Duhalde, his chief rival for the nomination. Not only
did Duhalde and his supporters boycott the party congress, the governor scheduled a referendum in
the Buenos Aires province in September intended to show the public's rejection of another Menem
term. Buenos Aires, a bastion of PJ strength, is home to about one-third of Argentina's electorate and
half the party congress members. In addition, Duhalde threatened to form a "Federal Parliamentary
Bloc" in Congress with the primary goal of "defending the national Constitution."
The PJ governor of the province of Entre Rios, Jorge Busti, said if the situation had continued, a party
split was a strong possibility. "If Menem, Duhalde, Ramon Ortega, and Carlos Reutemann don't
immediately find a common strategy, I'm afraid we will have no chance of winning in 1999," said
Busti. The inability to engineer another term is Menem's first political defeat since he took office in
1989. And, the divisions caused by the third-term debate have brought the first real threat of a party
split.
Menem would find it almost impossible to reverse his decision, given the lack of popular support for
another term, the unraveling of the PJ, and the unlikelihood that the Supreme Court would decide
on a favorable reinterpretation of the Constitution.

Reaction to Menem decision
Nevertheless, some opposition leaders doubt that Menem will stick to his decision, despite the
damage his re-election ambitions have caused to the national political agenda and to the PJ. "I don't
believe one word he says," said Frente de un Pais Solidario (FREPASO) leader Carlos "Chacho"
Alvarez. He said Menem's announcement was a tactic to get Duhalde to call off the September
referendum. "I take the president at his word," said Fernando de la Rua, Buenos Aires mayor and
presidential hopeful for the Union Civica Radical (UCR). "The Constitution has been saved and
good sense has prevailed."
Deputy Graciela Fernandez Meijide of FREPASO said Menem's decision was prompted by the
strong opposition from social, political, and judicial sectors. But, she said, it can hardly be called
a withdrawal, since "you cannot withdraw from something you had no right to." De la Rua and
Fernandez Meijide will compete in a primary on Nov. 29 for the presidential nomination for
the Alianza, made up of FREPASO and the UCR. The next question who will capture the PJ
nomination? Antonio Cafiero, a high-ranking PJ official, said Menem's decision "ends the internal
party confrontation" between Menem and Duhalde. The confrontation will likely shift now, pitting
Duhalde against Ramon "Palito" Ortega.
Sources close to the president expect Menem to vigorously oppose Duhalde's candidacy and to
support Ortega, his secretary of social development. Also a contender is Carlos Reutemann, a former
racing-car driver and senator from Santa Fe.
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The struggle will continue for control of the party founded by Juan Domingo Peron, which has
dominated Argentine politics whether in power, in opposition, or in exile for half a century. And
even if Menem does not run, he will fight to maintain control of the party. "The fundamental debate
is who leads the Peronist movement," said Menem loyalist Angel Maza, governor of Menem's La
Rioja province. "Peronism needs a single strategy, and we cannot permit anybody to question the
leadership of the party.

Hope rises that other issues will now be addressed
Although they disagree on whether to believe the president, opposition leaders agree that potential
candidates must now focus on issues such as unemployment, lack of public security, education,
and corruption. "A new stage of the political process has been initiated in which we no longer have
to spend all our time discussing re-election and can dedicate ourselves to other issues that are
important to the country," said de la Rua.
Most polls list unemployment, now at 13.2% of the economically active population and
underemployment affecting a similar number, as the biggest concern for most Argentines.
Nevertheless, none of the potential presidential candidates has clearly spelled out proposals to
lower unemployment or indicated how their plans differ from those of other candidates. Duhalde
says that Raul Alfonsin (1983-1989) returned Argentina to democracy, Menem brought economic
development, and it will be up to the next administration to resolve the nation's serious social
problems.
The Alianza agrees with the first two but says its main objective will be to eliminate the ingrained
government corruption resulting from Menem's 10-year presidency. [Sources: Reuters, 07/17/98,
07/19-21/98; CNN, 07/17/98, 07/21/98; Associated Press, 07/18/98, 07/19/98, 07/21/98; Spanish
news service EFE, 07/16-18/98, 07/20-22/98; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 07/16/98, 07/19/98, 07/20/98,
07/22/98; Clarin (Argentina), 07/19/98, 07/20/98, 07/22/98; The Miami Herald, 07/19/98, 07/22/98;
Notimex, 07/21/98, 07/22/98; Pagina 12 (Argentina), The New York Times, 07/22/98]
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